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LIS Graduate Students as Library Users: a Survey Study 
 
 
Abstract 
 
 
 
Library and information science (LIS) students at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, 
were surveyed to ascertain their patterns of library use and their perceptions of the value of 
various library services. The data reveals similarities and differences to previously studied 
general graduate student populations, at both Illinois and other universities. The analysis 
highlights differences between distance and on-campus students, an important division in LIS 
professional education. Beyond the utility of the findings for understanding the information 
needs and behaviors of the target population, the study sheds light on pre-professional LIS 
students’ use of libraries and their attitudes towards services they are being trained to provide.      
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Introduction 
 
 Like all graduate students, library and information science (LIS) students use university 
libraries, yet their needs, preferences, and opinions of library services have rarely been reported 
in the library literature.  In the absence of data, some academic librarians observe that LIS 
students are intensive users of library collections and services, who at times even generate 
resentment by over-taxing some services.  Others worry that LIS students fail to take full 
advantage of services such as reference consultations because they do not wish to appear 
ignorant; by not asking, they miss out on opportunities to enrich their learning.  The survey 
reported here attempted to get beyond these conflicting impressions by asking LIS students at 
one university to quantify their library use, to assess the value of the library on several 
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dimensions, and to propose improvements to library collections and services that could enable 
the library to serve them better.       
 
Background 
 
The Graduate School of Library and Information Science (GSLIS) at the University of 
Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, has a long-standing reputation as one of the best LIS programs in 
the world.  Currently, GSLIS is at the top of the U.S. News & World Report ranking of LIS 
programs (U.S. News, 2013). The University of Illinois Library is likewise renowned for its 
collections, ranking second in the Association of Research Libraries volume count (Kyrillidou, 
Morris & Roebuck, 2013). Historically, library services at Illinois were delivered through a system 
of departmental libraries, including a separate Library & Information Science Library located 
within the Main Library building. Although the LIS Library closed in 2009, the library faculty 
still includes a designated subject specialist for library and information science, who now has an 
embedded presence at GSLIS. The LIS Librarian is dedicated to meeting the needs of GSLIS 
faculty and students, as well as supporting the library faculty’s research and practice. The chief 
tool for achieving these goals is the LIS Virtual Library [http://www.library.illinois.edu/lis], 
which serves as a portal to content in the University Library’s collections, as well as the wider 
universe of LIS information.   
The LIS Librarian serves both on-campus and online students in the Masters’, post-
masters Certificate of Advanced Study, and Ph.D degree programs.  The librarian provides one-
on-one consultations with students in multiple environments: on site at the GSLIS building 
during regular office hours; on site at the Main Library; and virtually via Blackboard Collaborate 
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and email. Currently approximately half of the masters and CAS students at Illinois are enrolled 
through the online, distance education option dubbed LEEP (originally, Library Education 
Experimental Program, but known today solely by the acronym); therefore a priority is placed on 
delivering services equitably to both on-campus and off-campus students, and on understanding 
their different needs, preferences, and information behaviors. 
Previous research on the users of LIS information at Illinois has been scant.  Over the 
years, general campus-wide surveys of library users have identified those affiliated with GSLIS 
and/or those who, prior to its closure, considered the LIS Library their “primary” library.  
However, the small number of LIS respondents within those larger sample populations usually 
precluded basing service or collection decisions on the data.   
Shortly before the decision was reached to close the LIS Library, the LIS Librarian 
conducted a survey of student and faculty users to inform that decision process and the 
subsequent new service model (University Library, 2008).  Although the survey confirmed that 
all patron categories used the LIS Library’s website more than the physical library, it also 
revealed specific differences between students and faculty in terms of the dimensions of library 
service that they valued most. Students placed the highest value on access to indexing databases 
and online journals. They also valued easy access to pre-selected LIS-focused information and 
librarian-created content that helped them find information on a topic or for class assignments. 
Faculty, by contrast, stressed the importance of the LIS Virtual New Books Shelf, in addition to 
databases and ejournals. Consistent with campus-wide library surveys, the most important 
services of the library, in the eyes of GSLIS faculty, revolved around discovery of and access to 
its print and digital collections. GSLIS faculty also reported that having a library website 
dedicated to the discipline of LIS (“resource gateway,” “portal to online resources”) was 
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important to them. Although the findings were not surprising, they were useful in developing a 
new service profile, particularly in shaping the content and web interface of the first iteration of 
the LIS Virtual Library (http://www.library.illinois.edu/lis).  
Approximately a year after the closure of the LIS Library, the faculties of GSLIS and the 
University Library were surveyed in order to understand how their library use had changed under 
the new service model, and to support further development of that model (Searing & Greenlee, 
2011).  Gratifyingly, that survey showed that the new model was largely successful in meeting 
the needs of faculty, although some respondents still longed for the former physical library. 
Based in part on evidence from the post-closure faculty survey, the LIS Librarian expanded 
virtual reference services and stressed the acquisition of ebooks in preference to print. The 
present study is the first student survey since the library closed. Given the rate at which students 
typically progress through their degree programs, it can be assumed that only a very small 
percentage of respondents had used the former LIS Library. Thus this study is presumed to be 
relatively free of nostalgic bias. 
 
Literature Review 
 
 
While graduate students in general and some specific disciplinary populations have been 
the subjects of numerous library user studies, library and information science students have 
seldom been isolated for study.  As participants in one of the earliest online MLIS programs, 
LEEP students at GSLIS have received relatively more attention from researchers than other LIS 
student populations (Kazmer, 2002; Haythornthwaite & Kazmer, 2004). Searing (2004, 2007, 
2013) has reported on developing and assessing library services, in particular information 
literacy instruction, for this sub-population. Two earlier library user studies conducted at Illinois, 
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although not limited to LIS students, pose especially useful points of comparison.  Chrzastowski 
and Joseph (2006) surveyed graduate students across disciplines.  Hensley and Miller (2010) 
studied graduate student distance learners’ use of the library; LEEP students were well 
represented in their responses. Looking beyond Illinois, Manzari and Trinidad-Christensen 
(2006) performed a user-centered design study that based website design for an LIS virtual 
library on graduate student responses, but the nature of the usability study limits its applicability 
to other LIS student populations. A very limited number of studies have analyzed the 
information sources consulted by undergraduates (Oppenheim & Smith, 2001), masters-level 
students (Tedd, 2006), and doctoral students (Buttlar, 1999) in LIS and related fields, but they do 
not assess the use of, nor satisfaction with, library services. O’Farrell and Bates (2009) surveyed 
LIS students at University College Dublin about their information behavior during group 
projects. Students reported primarily neutral feelings about the usefulness of the library’s online 
subject portal or of talking to a librarian (p.310). 
 Beyond the domain of LIS, other studies of graduate students’ experiences with and 
perceptions of libraries suggest possible points of comparison with the present survey. Most 
recently, Catalano (2013) conducted a meta-analysis of research on the information-seeking 
behavior of graduate students; about half of the studies she analyzed used survey methodologies.  
The research she uncovered confirms students’ preference for online resources but presents a 
mixed picture of the value students place on interactions with librarians. Catalano’s review 
points to significant differences between masters and doctoral students in their information 
behaviors. A number of prior studies reported on findings at individual institutions, including 
Georgetown University (Gibbs et. al., 2012), the University of Notre Dame (Kayongo and Helm, 
2010), the University of Chicago (2010), the University of Washington (2010), and Texas A&M 
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(Liu and Yang, 2004). The current study was designed to permit comparison with these studies 
on a number of factors. 
 A review of the literature since the 1970s discovered no published quantitative studies of 
LIS students’ attitudes toward and use of libraries.  The present study, therefore, may serve as a 
benchmark for future research. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
After IRB approval near the end of the spring 2013 semester, all students enrolled at 
GSLIS received an email invitation to participate in the survey. The invitation included all 
Masters (MS), Certificate of Advanced Study (CAS), and doctoral (PhD) students, as well as 
graduate students from other departments and continuing education students taking GSLIS 
classes. In a census-style survey such as this, where the entire population receives an invitation 
to participate, non-response from specific groups is the most likely source of error. Therefore, 
follow-up invitations were sent, including one directed at particular groups of students who had 
low initial response rates, which included doctoral students and distance students. 
Respondents filled out the survey on the university’s Webtools platform, which 
maintained the anonymity of respondents in the resulting data set while also preventing any 
respondent from answering more than once. The platform also allowed respondents the option of 
starting the survey and completing it at a later time using an email verification link. Responses 
were not recorded in the final data set unless students chose to submit their answers at the end of 
the survey.  
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The survey comprised three categories of questions: demographic; frequency of use and 
value of library services; and improvements to library services (Appendix A). The initial 
demographic questions included the only two required questions, both regarding enrollment 
status. If a respondent indicated they were not a student in GSLIS, they were bumped to the end 
of the survey. The bulk of the section on frequency of use and value of library services asked 
respondents to complete three matrices: how frequently they used a set of resources; how 
satisfied they were with those resources; and the importance of those resources to their work. 
Resources included search tools, types of collections, sources of reference assistance, and 
websites. Links were provided for web resources so that respondents could verify in cases where 
they were unsure whether they had used a particular tool. Additional questions about potential 
service improvements included both open-ended and closed questions. These focused especially 
on library instruction, the LIS Virtual Library website, and social media services. 
The survey was designed to maximize the ability to compare its results to prior surveys of 
general graduate student populations. This was particularly the case with the frequency of use 
matrix, which was modeled after general graduate student surveys at the University of Notre 
Dame, University of Chicago, and University of Washington. However, it was impossible to 
reproduce exactly the question structure of these other surveys due to differences in local 
context. For example, the lists of services to evaluate were not identical, and different schools  
operate on either a semester or quarter calendar system. Therefore, the present paper only reports 
comparisons for select services and for comparable combinations of frequency categories. 
More significantly, question phrasing in the previous studies of general graduate student 
populations posed problems.  To gauge frequency of use of specific resources, one study 
(Kayongo and Helm, 2010) split the resource list into two sets--resources students would come 
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to the library for and those they would use remotely--which did not work well for our purposes. 
Many “remote” resources are used at Illinois by students in the library (including the Ask-a-
Librarian chat service), and the distance students use many “in person” resources remotely (like 
contacting a subject librarian). While examining the patterns of in-library versus remote use 
would be interesting, we were more concerned with measuring overall frequency of use 
regardless of location. Therefore, this section of the survey borrowed the matrix structure of the 
question as much as possible in order to increase comparability, but the degree of possible 
comparison varies among the prior graduate student surveys at other universities. 
The data set produced by the survey was analyzed in Excel and SPSS. Chi-square tests 
were run to test the significance for selected crosstab comparisons. In cases where some response 
categories did not meet the assumptions of the chi-square test (due to having an expected count 
less than five), categories were combined to meet the assumptions. One respondent indicated she 
or he did not belong to any sub-group within the target population for the survey, and this 
response was discarded.  
 
Results 
 
The survey received 129 valid responses, for an overall response rate of 18.7%. 
Completion rates for individual questions were generally very high (95% or higher; 92-95% for 
the “importance” matrix items) except for a few open-ended questions and check-box questions 
where respondents indicated answers only where applicable. 
 
Demographic Questions 
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Unsurprisingly, non-degree students or graduate students from other departments taking 
GSLIS courses responded at a much lower rate (8.6%) than other groups, with a 19.6% response 
rate among actual LIS graduate students. On-campus students responded at a higher rate than 
distance students (23.3% vs. 16.9%), and CAS students responded at a much higher rate (33.3%) 
than MLS (19.5%) or PhD students (16.3%) although they made up only a small portion of the 
overall population.  
Because employment-based familiarity might affect knowledge of and use of services, 
students were asked to identify any current employment at an information services institution, 
including several types of libraries as well as museums, archives, and library schools.  An 
“Other” option was also given. In their responses, 75.2% indicated working at one or more 
institution types. Employment could include a full- or part-time paid job, an unpaid practicum, or 
an internship, and 24% of students reported holding multiple positions. The most frequent 
employers were academic libraries (45.7% of all students) and public libraries (14.0% of all 
students), followed by archives and special libraries (9.3% each), a library school (8.5% -- likely 
GSLIS for these respondents), school libraries (7.8%), and museums (3.1%). A small number 
(7.0%) reported employment at another unlisted information institution. The preponderance of 
academic employment reflects the reality that many on-campus students hold part-time graduate 
assistantships at the University Library. By comparison, when reporting where they would like to 
pursue their career, slightly under a third of students (31.3%) identified “academic library” as 
their preferred location, followed by “public library” (18.0%), “special library” (14.1%), “school 
library” (10.2%), “archive” (6.3%), “museum” (2.3%), and finally “library school” (0.8%). 
“Other” responses (17.2%) included areas such as public policy, research consulting, and 
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community outreach. In a small number of cases students answering “Other” specified an 
academic library preference or a special library such as private law libraries or corporate 
information services.   
Anticipating that prior experience as a graduate student might be correlated with higher 
use of libraries, we asked about previous degrees.  About a third (34%) of students indicated 
earning a previous post-baccalaureate degree, with most of those degrees being in the humanities 
(43%) or professional disciplines (36%). 
 
Frequency  of Use 
 
When reporting frequency of use, students ranked various library search tools the highest, 
with the exception of Easy Search, the library’s homegrown federated search tool, although most 
used it at least monthly. Electronic journals, reserves, and the general library website were also 
frequently used. Reference services were used only occasionally, although most students had 
used at least one of the options (i.e., the Ask-a-Librarian online chat service or consultations with 
librarians). Only 19.4% reported “Do Not Use” for all sources of reference assistance. Figure 1 
shows the overall frequency of use results for each item sorted from the most to least frequently 
used.  
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Figure 1: Frequency of Use of Resources 
  
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
LIS Librarians
Other Subject Librarians
LIS Virtual Library New Titles
Ask-a-Librarian
LIS Course and Subject Guides
Print Journals
LIS Virtual Library Other
Interlib Loan and Doc Delivery
Ebooks
LIS Virtual Library Easy Search
Print Books
Other Library Websites
Easy Search (Non-LIS)
Electronic Course Reserves
Journal and Article Locator
Article Databases [LIS Only]
Electronic Journals
Online Journals and Databases Tool
Article Databases [Any]
Main Library Website
Library Catalog
More than Weekly Weekly Monthly
Once a Semester Less than Once a Semester Do Not Use
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Table 1: Frequency of Use of Selected Resources, Distance vs. On-Campus Students 
Service or 
Resource Status 
More than 
Weekly Weekly Monthly 
Once a 
Semester 
Less than Once 
a Semester Never p1* p2* p3* 
Print Books Distance 1.8% 3.6% 10.9% 12.7% 16.4% 54.5% < .001     On Campus 17.8% 19.2% 28.8% 27.4% 4.1% 2.7% 
Ebooks Distance 3.60% 8.90% 16.10% 5.40% 17.90% 48.20%   
.037 
  
On Campus 7% 9.90% 19.70% 26.80% 12.70% 23.90% 
LibGuides Distance 3.6% 12.5% 28.6% 19.6% 17.9% 17.9%   .008   On Campus 1.4% 5.6% 12.5% 27.8% 12.5% 40.3% 
LIS Easy Search Distance 8.9% 28.6% 33.9% 8.9% - 19.6%   .006   On Campus 7.1% 10.0% 24.3% 15.7% 8.6% 34.3% 
LIS Virtual Library 
Other Elements 
Distance 8.9% 12.5% 14.3% 14.3% 14.3% 35.7%   .056 .038 On Campus 1.4% 5.6% 11.1% 15.3% 12.5% 54.2% 
Other Subject 
Library Websites 
Distance 5.7% 9.4% 20.8% 5.7% 11.3% 47.2%   .055 .012 On Campus 16.9% 14.1% 23.9% 11.3% 8.5% 25.4% 
Interlib Loan and 
Document Delivery 
Distance - 1.8% 20.0% 14.5% 20.0% 43.6%     .005 On Campus 9.6% 1.4% 24.7% 21.9% 21.9% 20.5% 
Other (Non-LIS) 
Subject Specialists 
Distance - - - 9.1% 21.8% 69.1%     .054 On Campus - - 4.2% 26.8% 16.9% 52.1% 
Print Journals Distance - - 3.6% 10.7% 17.9% 67.9%     < .001 On Campus 6.9% - 6.9% 23.6% 37.5% 25.0% 
*p1 values reflect chi-square significance test results looking at all original frequency categories. p2 values reflect chi-square significance test results when 
collapsing categories to compare greater than monthly, monthly, less than monthly, and no use. p3 values reflect chi-square significance test results when 
collapsing categories to compare only any or no reported use. The table only reports comparisons where p < 0.05 or merits attention for being particularly close 
to 0.05. 
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In some cases, distance and on-campus students reported different patterns of use. Table 
1 compares distance and on-campus student responses for resources where a chi-squared test 
revealed a relationship between student status and frequency of use with 95% certainty (p < .05). 
In some cases, frequency categories were combined to achieve the minimal expected counts 
necessary for the assumptions of the test. Unsurprisingly, on-campus students were more likely 
to report frequent use of print books. Distance students, however, were more likely to use a 
variety of tailored LIS Virtual Library resources, including the LIS Easy Search (tailored 
federated search tool), course and subject guides (i.e., LibGuides), and more peripheral 
components of the LIS Virtual Library. By contrast, on-campus students were more likely to 
have used other subject library websites and subject specialists beyond LIS. One of the most 
surprising findings, however, was ebook use: not only did on-campus students report more 
frequent ebook use than distance students, distance students also reported never using ebooks at 
over twice the rate of on-campus students (48.2% versus 23.9%).  
Data on frequency of use revealed other striking findings in the “no use” category. 
Distance students reported no use of interlibrary loan and document delivery at twice the rate of 
on-campus students (43.6% vs. 20.5%), which the discussion will address.  Unsurprisingly given 
trends in journal access over the past decades, no group of students reported high use of print 
journals, but distance students reported never using this format at over two and a half times the 
rate of on-campus students (67.9% versus 25%).  
Breaking down use by other demographic categories results in few notable differences 
and even fewer that satisfied statistical tests of significance. At a general level, students with 
work experience in information services institutions reported more use of library services than 
those without. However, a chi-squared test showed a significant positive relationship between 
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work experience and use for only four services, and only after merging original categories in 
order to meet the assumptions of the test. Table 2 shows the significance test results for selected 
services comparing reported use by those with and without work experience. Two of these 
services are variations on the library’s federated search tool: the LIS tailored Easy Search and 
other Easy Search versions in general.   
 
Table 2: Percent Using Selected Resources Broken Down by Work Experience* 
Tool No Work Experience Reported Work Experience p 
LIS Easy Search 56.3% 77.7% .020 
Other Easy Search 67.7% 88.2% .009 
LIS New Titles List 25.0% 49.0% .032 
Other LIS Virtual Library Features 37.5% 59.4% .018 
*Work experience includes work at any information services institutions, including part time work, internships, 
and practica. 
 
 
Perceptions of Value 
 
The survey measured value by asking students separately about satisfaction and 
importance of resources. Regardless of frequency of use, students reported satisfaction with 
nearly all services, with only one service receiving any substantial negative reaction: about a 
fifth of students expressed dissatisfaction with the general University Library website. Figure 2 
shows the overall ranked satisfaction with each service. The perceived importance of particular 
resources and services echoed the reported frequencies of use.  Search tools and collections were 
ranked most highly, with article databases and the library catalog leading the list. Print journals 
and ebooks garnered only moderate enthusiasm by this measure. Only one item was ranked as 
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“Not Important” by half of students (50.8%): the New LIS Print Titles list on the LIS Virtual 
Library website. Figure 3 shows the ranked overall reported importance for each service.  
 
Figure 2: Satisfaction with Resources 
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Figure 3: Importance of Resources 
 
Due to the small variation in the responses to satisfaction rankings, crosstabs were run 
only for importance rankings. For several items, running a chi-square test on crosstabs revealed a 
significant (p < .05) difference between distance and on-campus students’ perceived importance 
of individual resources. As shown in Table 3, on-campus students valued print books, ebooks, 
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interlibrary loan and document delivery, and print journals more than their distance counterparts. 
By contrast, distance students valued aspects of the LIS Virtual Library more (the LIS Easy 
Search, course and subject guides/LibGuides, and other LIS website features). On-campus 
students also ranked non-LIS subject specialists as more important than distance students: 
although marginally outside the significance test (p = .059), this contrast is wide enough to merit 
attention. 
The survey also asked students about their frequency of use of services provided by 
libraries outside of the University of Illinois. Distance students reported more use of public and 
other academic libraries than on-campus students for both course-related and other purposes, all 
at levels that tested significant (p < .05). In the case of academic libraries, the p value was 
particularly low (p < .001) for both class and non-class purposes. See Table 4 for comparisons. 
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Table 3: Indicated Importance of Selected Resources, Distance vs. On-Campus Students 
Service or Resource Status 
Very 
Important 
Somewhat 
Important Not Important p1* p2* 
LIS Easy Search Distance 52.7% 38.2% 9.1% 0.042   
On Campus 40.3% 32.8% 26.9%   
Other LIS Website 
Features 
Distance 27.3% 54.5% 18.2% 0.004   
On Campus 16.7% 36.4% 47.0%   
Print Books Distance 43.6% 23.6% 32.7% < 0.001   
On Campus 74.6% 22.4% 3.0%   
Ebooks Distance 32.7% 38.2% 29.1%   0.037 
On Campus 42.4% 43.9% 13.6%   
Interlibrary Loan Distance 49.1% 27.3% 23.6%   0.026 
On Campus 62.7% 28.4% 9.0%   
LibGuides Distance 43.6% 47.3% 9.1%   0.044 
On Campus 33.3% 43.9% 22.7%   
Non-LIS Subject 
Specialists 
Distance 29.6% 27.8% 42.6%   0.059 
On Campus 36.9% 36.9% 26.2%   
Print Journals Distance 34.5% 27.3% 38.2%   0.036 
On Campus 37.3% 41.8% 20.9%   
*p1 values reflect chi-square signficance test results looking at all original categories. p2 values reflect chi-square 
significance test results with the "very important" and "somewhat important" categories collapsed. The table only 
reports comparisons where p < 0.05 or merits attention for being particularly close to 0.05. 
 
Table 4: Use of Libraries Other than Illinois, Distance vs. On-Campus Students 
Library Type/Purpose Status 
More than 
Once a Month 
Once a Month 
or Less Never p 
Academic Library for Class Distance 21.4% 30.4% 48.2% < 0.001 
On Campus 4.2% 11.1% 84.7% 
Academic Library for Other Distance 23.2% 17.9% 58.9% < 0.001 
On Campus 1.4% 15.1% 83.6% 
Public Library for Class Distance 28.6% 46.4% 25.0% 0.033 
On Campus 16.4% 37.0% 46.6% 
Public Library for Other Distance 69.6% 21.4% 8.9% 0.035 
On Campus 47.2% 33.3% 19.4% 
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Improvements to LIS Library Services 
 
Several questions on the survey aimed to identify priorities for library service 
improvements, specifically in the areas of library orientation and instruction, the LIS Virtual 
Library website, and social media. When asked about the library instruction sessions at their 
graduate school orientation, students usually said they wanted about the same amount of 
instruction. Almost no students wanted less instruction; about a fifth wanted more; and another 
fifth missed these sessions. It is important to break down these results by student status, however, 
because the orientation programs differ markedly for on-campus and distance students.  On- 
campus students receive very little library instruction during their formal orientation activities, 
whereas the program offered to distance students is far more extensive and built into an 
inaugural on-campus boot camp course. This model for the distance students works well: 66.1% 
reported attending and feeling the amount of instruction should remain the same. Only 14.3% of 
distance students missed their orientation, and 17.9% wanted even more instruction than they 
received. By contrast, on-campus students were more likely to miss their brief orientation 
(27.4%); 47.9% attended and wanted the same amount of instruction; 21.9% attended and 
wanted more. While on-campus students who reported no academic library employment wanted 
more library orientation at a slightly higher rate than those employed in academic libraries, the 
difference was less than expected.  On-campus library orientation has been kept to a minimum 
because such instruction tended to duplicate training that many students are required to undergo 
prior to the start of the school year as newly-hired library graduate assistants.   See Table 5 for a 
summary of instructional questions. 
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Table 5: Responses to Instructional Questions 
Do you think your GSLIS new student orientation session should have included about the same, more, 
or less instruction on library tools for your graduate work? (n=127) 
 
I missed this session 
Less 
Same 
More 
Distance 
14.3% 
1.8% 
66.1% 
17.9% 
On Campus 
27.4% 
0.0% 
47.9% 
21.9% 
Total 
21.7% 
0.8% 
55.8% 
20.2% 
How many courses have you taken that included a 
librarian-led library instruction session? (n=126) 
How helpful was the most recent librarian-led 
instruction session that you had in an LIS 
course? (Those with 1 or more sessions only. 
n=103) 
     0 17.5% 
 
Very Helpful 50.5% 
1 37.3% 
 
Somewhat Helpful 43.7% 
2 30.2% 
 
Not Helpful 5.8% 
3 7.9% 
   4 or more 7.1% 
    
Asked about library instruction within courses, students similarly expressed general 
satisfaction with the amount of instruction, although some of the suggestions for additional 
instruction offered possibilities for filling gaps. Most students reported having received one 
(37.3%) or two (30.2%) librarian-led instruction sessions in LIS courses; 17.5% reported 
receiving none (Table 5). Among those who had experienced library instruction in the context of 
a course, the most recent session was at least moderately helpful—only 5.8% said the most 
recent session was not at all helpful (Table 5). When asked if there was a class where they should 
have had a library instruction session, 20 respondents (15.5%) said yes. They identified a variety 
of courses with only three that stood out as repeat mentions: the two required courses for the 
Masters degree (n=6 and n=5), and the general reference services course (n=4). Four respondents 
said that all or most courses would benefit from integrated library instruction. 
The LIS Librarian conducts occasional workshops outside of new student orientation or 
specific classes and also promotes the University Library’s Savvy Researcher workshop series, 
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which is targeted to graduate students.  When given the opportunity to identify desired workshop 
topics, 24 (18.6%) responded, although some responses did not address the question. Most 
relevant responses identified general research skills instruction (navigating the library, using 
basic search tools), with little overlap in more specific or specialized areas. Two students 
mentioned citation management software as an area of interest.  
The survey also asked more specifically about how students used and would like to use 
LIS Virtual Library web resources, including social media. When asked why they most 
frequently visited the website, 69% of participants responded, and several people gave more than 
one reason. The most common reason was to access LIS articles and/or LIS article indexes 
(44.0% of responses). There are several pathways to this content through the University Library 
website, but access via the LIS Virtual Library may be seen as the most direct or most 
convenient.  Specifically course-related access constituted about a third of the answers (31.0%) 
but is likely an even higher proportion, since course-driven needs probably underlie most of the 
other reported uses. 
When asked to recommend changes to the website, 35% of participants responded with a 
total of 59 suggestions. Nearly half (47.5%) of the suggestions dealt with the design of the site: 
mostly look and feel, or usability. These responses overwhelmingly suggested that the site felt 
too busy or cluttered, with too many options and an unclear organizing scheme. A few simply 
said it should be marketed more to students and better integrated into the website and course 
spaces of GSLIS.  As a redesign of the LIS Virtual Library website was planned to follow the 
survey, these comments were taken to heart and influenced the new, streamlined design of the 
home page. GSLIS also worked with the library to improve navigation to the website. 
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The survey aimed to measure student preferences for social media as a channel for LIS 
library services.  Asked to choose from five content areas they would like to see covered by the 
existing Twitter feed, 62.8% of participants identified at least one area of interest (see Figure 4). 
Respondents only used a sixth, “Other,” option to indicate a lack of interest or to reiterate already 
chosen items. Many respondents chose multiple categories, with most indicating three or four 
categories, suggesting that Twitter is perceived as a multi-purpose communication channel. The 
most popular categories included notifications about library workshops and events (53% of 
participants, 85.2% of those interested in Twitter for any purpose) and library tips and tricks 
(50% of participants, 80.2% of those interested in Twitter for any purpose). Other categories 
received moderate interest (see Table 6).  
 
Figure 4: Number of Twitter Categories of Interest 
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Table 6: In the LIS Virtual Library Twitter feed, which of the following would you prefer to see 
(choose as many as qualify)? 
Category Distance On Campus All 
Of Those with 
any Twitter 
Interest 
Reminders about in person and online 
librarian office hours. 16.1% 27.4% 22.5% 35.80% 
 
Notifications about UIUC library workshops 
and other library events. 50.0% 56.2% 53.5% 85.20% 
 
Notifications about significant GSLIS and 
UIUC library faculty and grad student 
publications, presentations, and awards. 35.7% 32.9% 34.1% 54.30% 
 
National or global library news items. 23.2% 32.9% 28.7% 45.70% 
 
Library tips and tricks. 55.4% 46.6% 50.4% 80.20% 
 
Asked to indicate other desired uses of social media in an open response format, only 
20% of participants responded, with almost a third (31.0%) of those respondents expressing a 
dislike for social media or disapproval of using it for library services. Another third of those 
responding identified Facebook as a desired tool for engagement. Others recommended a 
smattering of other tools or suggested a general approach in terms of integrating social media 
with other content at the library or at GSLIS. 
Other opportunities for recommendations also received few responses. When asked if the 
library needed to improve collections in any specific areas, 74.4% of participants said no, while 
13.2% said yes. Two thirds of those who said collections needed improvement identified non-
LIS subjects, with little overlap in responses. The other third mentioned an array of LIS subjects 
with no repeatedly mentioned areas. These included storytelling, corporate librarianship, 
informatics, standards, metadata, services to minority communities, LIS organizations, and 
international librarianship. (Since all of these subjects are actively acquired, perceived gaps in 
the collection may actually reflect gaps in the literature.)  A final open-ended question asking for 
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any further feedback received few responses (12 people, 9.3% of respondents). Five of these 
expressed praise for the library’s resources, services, and/or particular librarians. Three said their 
coursework had not required them to use the library much. 
 
Analysis and Discussion 
 
Comparison of distance and on-campus LIS students at Illinois  
 
The occasionally divergent patterns of use and disuse and perceived importance of 
reference services, collections, and web resources point to some general characteristics of 
distance versus on-campus students. Distance students, in this survey, placed greater importance 
on discipline-specific resources, whether those be LIS-specific databases, the various features of 
the tailored LIS Virtual Library website and associated subject guides, or the expertise of the LIS 
subject specialist. On-campus students, by contrast, were more likely to take advantage of the 
full range of disciplinary reference and web resources offered by subject specialists and libraries 
beyond LIS library services. This difference may be attributable to several factors, including 
physical proximity but also the fact that many on-campus students have graduate assistantships 
in the library that more thoroughly familiarize them with the range of resources offered across a 
large, decentralized campus library system. These patterns speak to the importance of outreach to 
distance students to ensure their awareness of library services, and to a need for routes of access 
to library services that boost their ability to find relevant collections and resources. Because their 
engagement with the university is filtered wholly through a specific degree program rather than 
through a broader campus experience, their vision of library services can be easily enhanced—or 
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stymied—by the degree to which those services are not only online but also visible through their 
normal online educational channels: the GSLIS website and course management spaces. The 
prominence of links into the LIS Virtual Library and other library websites from those locations, 
and the visibility of the embedded subject librarian as part of the school’s in-person and virtual 
community, likely inform all students’ experience of the library but in a uniquely significant way 
for distance students. 
The comparison of distance and on-campus students does offer the surprise that distance 
students reported using ebooks less and deemed them less important than their on-campus 
counterparts. In fact, distance students reported never using ebooks at twice the rate of on-
campus students.  The under-utilization of ebooks by distance students is eye-opening, because 
the LIS Librarian conscientiously selects electronic formats in lieu of print whenever possible, 
precisely to increase access for off-campus users.   
Other differences between on-campus and distance students are also noteworthy.  In line 
with on-campus students’ greater use of (and higher importance attributed to) print books and 
journals, they also reported greater use of interlibrary loan and document delivery services than 
did distance students. Distance students, on the other hand, indicated more use of non-University 
of Illinois libraries, in particular other academic libraries. Consortial policies and national 
interlibrary loan protocols prevent Illinois distance students from making use of ILL borrowing 
services for books (although they may obtain scanned copies of articles and book chapters), but 
they have more reason than their on-campus peers to use the library’s document delivery service 
to obtain copies of items in the University of Illinois collection; this service is included in their 
student fees, in contrast to on-campus students who must pay by the request. That LIS  distance 
students report lower use of document delivery than on-campus LIS students is puzzling in light 
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of other evidence that GSLIS distance students are heavier users of document delivery than other 
distance student populations at Illinois. For example, only 18% of all distance students reported 
having ever used document delivery in Hensley and Miller’s 2010 study. Nonetheless, LIS 
distance students appear to under-use this service. 
While not conclusive without further study, these survey results sketch a certain profile of 
distance students’ approach to obtaining content from library collections. First, they make higher 
than average use of electronic journals and databases.  Second, they may prefer to look for a 
copy of a needed book at a library close to them (including other academic libraries employing 
them) rather than use an Illinois ebook or use the options they have to get a print book delivered 
to them by the library or a scanned chapter via interlibrary loan or document delivery.  
 
Comparison of LIS distance students and distance students in general at Illinois 
 
In their study of library use by students enrolled in distance learning programs at Illinois, 
Hensley and Miller (2010) found that LIS distance students contacted the library specialist in 
their subject area more often than other distance students did.  They found that 73% of all 
distance graduate students had never contacted their subject specialist, but LIS students were 
prominent among the minority who had (p. 676). The results from the current survey confirm 
that LIS distance students are likely to have contacted their subject specialist: only 42.9% had 
never done so. However, such contacts are still relatively infrequent, with most students seeking 
the librarian’s assistance only once a semester or less. LIS distance students in the current survey 
also used Ask-a-Librarian and document delivery services more frequently than the general 
distance graduate population surveyed by Hensley and Miller. Based on the differences in 
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patterns of contact with subject specialists, they argued that the embedded nature of the LIS 
librarian plays a key role, and that “learners may be more likely to contact the subject specialist 
in their discipline if the subject specialist is closely associated with their courses” (p. 676). 
Similarly, higher measures of other types of library use by LIS distance students may reflect 
greater information about ongoing library services conveyed by the embedded librarian. 
 
Comparison of LIS distance students at Illinois and distance students elsewhere  
 
A survey by Liu and Yang (2004) at Texas A&M measured how frequently distance 
students used collections and resources. Illinois LIS students at a distance use the same types of 
resources more than the general distance education population at Texas A&M, with the 
exception of print journal articles, which Illinois students use less frequently (see Figure 5).   
Although different use patterns may stem in part from the increased availability of online content 
between the 2004 Texas A&M study and our 2013 survey, it seems certain that, as in the 
comparisons below to the Notre Dame and Chicago studies, LIS students at Illinois make greater 
use of libraries than do typical graduate students or typical distance students. 
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 Figure 5: Frequency of Use of Select Services by Distance Students: Illinois v. Texas A&M 
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Comparison of Illinois LIS students and graduate students elsewhere  
 
A look at other recent library surveys of general graduate student populations at U.S. 
universities reveals that LIS students at Illinois, whether on campus or at a distance, are more 
likely to use library tools and services and to use them more frequently than graduate students 
generally. This holds true across almost all points of comparison. A survey of University of 
Notre Dame graduate students by Kayongo and Helm (2010), for example, included a similar 
frequency-of-use question for Ask-a-Librarian, electronic reserves, the library catalog, and any 
article database. For each of those tools and services, LIS students in the current study reported 
more frequent use (see Figure 6). The only exception was interlibrary loan and document 
delivery: on-campus LIS students in the current study used these services slightly more than the 
students in Kayongo and Helm’s study, but LIS distance students used them significantly less. 
Likewise, a survey of University of Chicago graduate students (2010) showed less overall use of 
the library catalog than LIS students in the current study (p. 16). 
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Figure 6: Frequency of Use of Selected Services: Illinois v. Notre Dame 
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Discussion 
 
 The frequency and importance responses in the survey showed highest priority on journal 
articles and databases and other access tools. This result resonates with the survey of GSLIS 
students prior to the closing of the physical LIS Library (University Library, 2008), and with the 
priority placed by all Illinois graduate students on access to electronic articles above other 
possible library initiatives in a previous survey (Chrzastowski and Joseph, 2006). Almost without 
fail, though, GSLIS students in the present survey used any service or resource more than the 
general graduate student population in previous surveys here or elsewhere. 
A number of factors may explain why LIS students use libraries more intensively than 
other students.  First, they frequently discuss and critique library services and tools in their 
coursework.  Second, they are often taught by adjunct instructors who are practicing librarians. 
Third, at a large university like Illinois, they may interact with a range of campus librarians who 
visit their classes as guest lecturers, supervise practicum projects and assistantships, or otherwise 
influence their learning. These factors, in addition to the presence of an embedded subject 
librarian, likely contribute to a greater awareness of library services and tools for search and 
access, and consequently to a high valuation of those services and tools. The greater use of a 
wider variety of non-subject-specific web resources and other subject librarians by on-campus 
LIS students, and in particular by those employed in information services, suggests the influence 
of factors beyond classroom experiences. Finally, in the present study, a commonality among all 
the survey respondents is their participation in a graduate LIS program, which gives them a 
personal stake in assessments of the value of library collections and services.  
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While the survey did not measure the degree to which LIS graduate students were 
engaged with professional debates over specific library services or philosophies of librarianship 
in general, such engagement is no doubt integral to the ways in which these students use and 
value library services as patrons. The comments submitted in response to open-ended questions 
show this blend of user perspective with professional investment. For example, when asked to 
comment on additional social media the library should use beyond Twitter, students had 
especially varied and thoughtful reactions. Some recommended specific resources, in particular 
Facebook, but other used the opportunity to express distaste for social media in general and to 
question its place in library services: 
 
[An on-campus post-MLS student]: “I haven't been using social media, and object 
to the Twitterization of communication.” 
 
[An on-campus post-MLS student]: “i think social media on library websites is 
overblown. i think the return on investment is pretty low. i would focus on 
developing the collections instead.” 
 
[A distance master’s student]: “I would prefer the library focus on making the 
current resources available to students more accessible. This involves cleaning up 
the library interface and simplifying options. Social media should be addressed 
only after the basic virtual library services have been improved and students 
express satisfaction with them. Twitter feeds should supplement existing services 
and architecture, they can't replace basic services which in my opinion are fair, at 
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best. The librarians on staff are exceptional but cannot be expected to handle 
everything. The library OPAC should better reflect the school's high standards in 
providing superior library and information science services.” 
 
[An on-campus master’s student]: “Not all of us use Twitter, so I didn't even 
know we had a feed...” [ellipses in original] 
 
These comments express a range of professional concerns both ethical and administrative: norms 
of communication, return on investment, prioritization of effort, and use of outreach strategies 
that will reach as many patrons as possible without creating a digital divide. All of these 
concerns have to be considered by a librarian investing in social media or other tools for 
outreach.  
Some students also wondered about the value their graduate school faculty placed on 
library services.  They expressed disappointment that they did not need to use the library to 
complete assignments for some classes. An on-campus master’s student mused, “Surprisingly 
few of my GSLIS courses ever actively use the Library Services, with the exception of online 
article links. Doesn't this seem odd to you too?” Such a comment demonstrates not just the 
importance the student assigns to the library but also a desire for the library to be valued more 
generally and a concern about the alignment of LIS education with the institutions it trains 
professionals to join and administer. 
The survey reveals that these professionals-in-training need to learn search strategies and 
resources as much as other graduate students. Although a few students reported that they did not 
need to use the library to complete coursework, others acknowledged that they needed to use 
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library tools and services frequently but lacked sufficient training in how to use them. As noted 
earlier, there was no consensus on which courses to target for in-class library instruction (aside 
from three respondents who wrote “all of them” or similar phrases) nor on topics for extra-
curricular workshops.  Rather, the suggestions revealed the breadth of concerns students have 
about their knowledge of and ability to use various tools, including citation management 
software, publication alerts, search systems, and resources for legal and government information, 
among others.  A strong desire to improve library skills was also evident in the preferences for 
Twitter posts, with tips on tools and notifications about library workshops topping the list. 
Survey respondents used reference services more than general graduate student populations, 
which suggests that fear of appearing professionally unprepared is not hampering LIS students 
from asking questions as much as librarians or instructors might speculate. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations for Further Research 
 
 This survey is limited to a single institution’s LIS graduate students. The library 
profession has scarcely studied LIS students as library users, and a refined version of this survey 
or another similar instrument could productively look beyond the local population to the broader 
population of LIS graduate students. Catalano’s (2013) meta-synthesis of the research literature 
on graduate students’ information seeking behavior suggested strong differences between 
masters and PhD students.  The present study, focused on a limited population with a very small 
group of PhD students, could not reliably measure this contrast.  A multi-institutional study 
specifically designed to compare LIS masters and doctoral students’ library use and perceptions 
would be helpful in the development of collections and services for these categories of users. 
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Indeed, more generally a survey of graduate students across professional programs would help 
establish the extent to which the results reported here, including the differences between distance 
and on-campus students, may be generalized. 
 More qualitative studies might also dig into the underlying factors and motivations for 
particular library usage patterns or valued services. The unexpected findings regarding ebooks in 
the present study, and related factors such as use of alternate libraries and interlibrary loan and 
document delivery services, are particularly provocative. Further research is needed to fully 
understand collection format preferences.  In addition, deeper investigation into the information 
economy of LIS distance learners could lead to more responsive services for this growing group 
of students. No matter what libraries do to level access to resources for distance learners, unequal 
access is likely to persist as a problem, and the different experiences of distance versus on-
campus students are likely to influence engagement with the library as well. Given these 
generalities, what can we learn about how LIS distance students cope with and attempt to correct 
for unequal access, and can that help us understand how the library can most effectively meet the 
needs of these students? 
 Finally, the results of this survey provide only a piece of the answer to the broader 
question of how graduate students in LIS engage with the library as pre-professionals. Their 
relatively high use of resources may stem from several factors, but likely dominant among them 
are pre-professional engagement with discussions of the value of libraries, best practices in 
library services, and current trends in the profession. These issues are discussed in their classes 
and student groups, and they are likely in students’ minds as they plan career paths. In this sense 
the survey gives a snapshot of a particularly motivated group of library users, but it also raises 
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questions about how experience of the library as a patron, often experience as an employee, and 
pre-professional commitment to the library shape one another. 
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